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Autumn had to be, without a doubt, my absolute favorite time of the year. The temperatures were brisk in the morning. The leaves on all the surrounding trees were pulling out all stops with their bright reds, oranges, and even yellows. A simple walk outside was the perfect way to enjoy the crisp fall air and the vibrant colors Mother Nature was more than willing to provide. Days were getting shorter, and you could almost taste the snow in the air. 

Granted, in our neck of the woods in southwestern Oregon, we didn’t get that much of the white stuff. Maybe a few inches a year. However, it typically didn’t stay cold enough here for it to last more than a few days.

Before I go any further, I guess I should introduce myself. My name is Zachary Anderson, but just about everyone calls me Zack. I live in the small town of Pomme Valley, and if you don’t know where that is, I’ll tell you how to find us on a map. Find Medford, which is the largest southern city, about forty miles north of the California border, and then look slightly southwest. See it now? You might have to either whip out a magnifying glass, or if you’re the newer generation, zoom in a bit. See? I told you it was small. Pomme Valley, or PV to the locals, has a population that barely breaks three thousand. Normally, I’d balk at living in such a small town, but thanks to Medford’s proximity, everything we could possibly need is less than ten minutes away: mall, restaurants, hotels, and even a (tiny) international airport.

I’ve been living in this town since I learned I had inherited a private winery—and all the necessary land—from my late wife’s family. Oh, don’t get me wrong. The previous owner’s family did everything they could to make my life miserable, figuring I had no right to lay claim on anything of theirs. Well, the matriarch of the family, one Bonnie Davies, had given explicit instructions for her entire estate to be left to me and my wife. Thanks to Samantha’s unfortunate death, resulting from a horrible car crash, that left only me. 

Long story short, I ended up moving from my home in the hot Arizona desert and relocating to the much cooler Pacific Northwest. I was originally unsure how I was going to like it, and let me tell you, the first week had me second-guessing my recent life choices. After all, getting falsely accused of murder does have a tendency to sour one’s perception on your new home. Within twenty-four hours of stepping foot in PV, I was arrested for murder and thrown in jail. Thankfully, just before that happened, an old school friend of mine, who also happened to be living in PV, talked me into adopting a dog. Thanks to my furry companion, I avoided getting blamed for the murder. 

Sherlock’s unique ability managed to keep me out of ... sorry, I’m getting ahead of myself. My two dogs require an explanation, or else you’re going to think I’m off my rocker. And yes, there are two, so let me explain.

As I mentioned, I have two dogs, who are named Sherlock and Watson. Both are corgis. Those unfamiliar with the breed will be wondering what they are. Those who do recognize the breed will be asking if they’re Pembroke or Cardigan. They’re Pembrokes, the ones which typically don’t have a tail. Remember the Queen of England and her favorite dogs? Those are the corgis I’m talking about.

I adopted Sherlock first, just because I’m a sucker and apparently can’t say no to my friend, Harrison Watt. He’s the town veterinarian and is responsible for running PV’s canine rescue center, too. Anyway, he talked me into taking on the tri-colored furball that apparently had a problem with authority. The two of us took to each other straight away, and much to my amazement, Sherlock demonstrated to me he had an innate talent: sniffing out clues that are somehow related to whatever case I’m working. 

Sherlock kept my tail out of jail, found the actual murderer, and even located a priceless sculpture that had been stolen. In case you’re wondering why he isn’t working for the police department, well, he is. All three of us. Watson, my little girl, isn’t quite as talented as Sherlock in the sniffing for clues department, but she can still hold her own. She’s a sweet, cuddly girl who loves to snuggle up next to her daddy for some belly rubs. 

That’s usually when she lets one rip. Watson eats too fast, which causes a build-up of air in her tummy and, well, the air has to go somewhere. I’m working with her on trying to get her to slow down her eating. No one likes to have their eyeballs melt in their sockets from the smell of rotten broccoli.

The final thing I should mention about myself, aside from being a winery owner and a police consultant, is that my main profession is that of a writer. A romance writer, if you can believe that. But, don’t go looking for my name on any of the dozens of books I’ve published. I always use aliases for every book I write. For my romance novels, I go by Chastity Wadsworth. Yep, it’s a woman’s name. Mock all you want, but my royalty checks alone each month afford me quite a lavish lifestyle. 

Speaking of lifestyles, it was also the main reason I found myself in the situation I was currently in, which was walking the grounds of my winery, Lentari Cellars, with the foreman of my construction crew. What were they building? Well, that’d be one way-too-big-for-the-two-of-us mansion, from the ground up. My wife, Jillian, already owns her own house in town, but when we finally married, we had to sit down and decide what to do with the living arrangements.

We voted to live on the winery, which consists of fifty acres. We had the room, we had the funds, and we figured, why not? I signed the execution order for Bonnie Davies’ old house, and surprised Jillian by presenting a set of house plans she had been drooling over ever since we first started looking.

This monster was going to have over seventy-five hundred feet of space. It included an indoor pool, a mini theater, a game room, a library, and a secret library that Jillian didn’t know about. Yet. That’s what I was doing today, finalizing the location of the access point to get to her secret hideaway.

“You can see here,” the foreman was saying, referring to a large, rolled up set of blueprints he was holding open, “that we’re on the ground floor now. This room here, to the right? That’ll be a closet.”

I whistled. The so-called closet looked like it was bigger than my first apartment.

“Let me guess. This will be Jillian’s, won’t it?”

Chuck Whiteson, the guy trying to keep everyone organized with my construction project, nodded. “Yours will be back through there, in the hallway, on the left.”

“Tiny in comparison?”

Chuck guided me over to a surprisingly large area. 

“This is it right here. Not big enough for you?”

“Wow, I think it’ll be fine,” I assured him. “I don’t own enough clothes to fill a space this size.”

Chuck laughed and then indicated we should go through the doorway, into a room with a rounded opposite wall that I guessed to be the master suite.

“We are now directly above the game room. The reason I asked you here is that you had requested some type of access from this room to the one below, is that right?”

I nodded, and couldn’t stop the grin from spreading on my face. Everyone always said I was nothing more than a big kid at heart. Well, they’d be right.

“Absolutely. Whatcha got for me?”

“I just wanted to know where you want it,” Chuck clarified. “Whether here, in the main room, or through that doorway on the left, which is ... let me check the plans. Yes, here it is. That is a sitting room. Therefore, my question is, do you want your secret entrance to be in this room or that room?”

I looked back and forth between the master suite and the sitting room.

“Phew, it’s hard to decide,” I admitted. “Logic suggests that I should move it away from where we’re going to be sleeping, but I like the idea of a quick getaway, if needed. Hmm.”

A few moments passed, in silence.

“We could always do both,” Chuck slowly suggested, stifling a laugh.

My head jerked up. “Hey, I didn’t think about that. Would that be too difficult to add?”

“You’re paying the bills, Mr. Anderson. Anything is possible. You want both rooms to have a secret door? Both rooms it is.”

“I like you,” I said, giving him a grin.

Chuck smiled back. “I assume you’re still wanting the rest of the modifications we talked about?”

“Oh, absolutely. I want this place just like Disneyland. Secret tunnels and doors everywhere. I want the full-on Clue mansion treatment.”

Chuck tapped the rolled up plans.

“Got everything right here. We’ll get working on it. Heads up, Mr. Anderson. I see Mrs. Anderson has just pulled into the driveway.”

Together, we watched Jillian’s SUV creep down the gravel road until her car was parked next to mine. She exited, walked to the passenger door behind the driver door, and opened it.

“There you go, guys. There’s your daddy, right over there.”

Two streaks of fur executed Superman jumps from the car and sped toward me at Mach I. Barking like they thought they were driving off a pack of demons, both dogs arrived at my side and practically danced with joy as they wove around my legs. Watson even darted through a few times.

“They sure missed you,” Chuck observed.

“You’d think I keep them in their kennels all waking moments of the day,” I said, grinning. 

Jillian arrived. 

“Those were some mighty unhappy doggies, once they woke up from their nap and discovered you weren’t there.”

I shrugged. “They fell asleep on the couch. Who was I to wake them? I figured I’d let ’em sleep.”

Chuck bade us farewell and headed toward a group of workers staring at a framed wall as though they had no inkling of what they should be doing next.

“How’s everything going?” Jillian wanted to know. “Are we still on track for a spring completion date?”

“Probably late spring, but yeah, I think so.”

“Will that include the landscaping?”

I let out a long sigh. “I wish. I’m treating the landscaping as Phase II. We have to wait for the house to be finished first. Trust me, I’ve tried to arrange it for everyone to be working at the same time, figuring it’ll all be done that much sooner. Nope. You’d think I just suggested changing lead into gold.”

Holding my wife’s hand tightly in my own, we walked a complete circle of our new house. 

“It’s much bigger than I realized,” Jillian admitted.

“I was thinking the same thing. I’ve asked myself a few times just how much room two people could possibly need.”

Jillian pointed at the corgis. 

“Two people and two dogs, that is.”

“True.”

We were passing the rear of the house, with the Lentari Cellars’ main processing building behind us, when we heard a shout. Turning, we noticed a lanky young man, with a full head of curly black hair, walking toward us, holding something red in his hand. I’m sorry to say I was frowning before my master vintner, Caden Burne, made it to within ten feet of us.

I held up my hands in a time-out, figuring Caden wanted to use my strong disdain for wine as a means of trying out a new recipe. Again.

“Hold your horses, pal. I don’t have any soda with me.”

Caden shook his head. 

“I don’t need you to try anything.”

I relaxed almost immediately. “That’s what I want to hear. What can we do for you?”

“Well, now that I think about it, I guess I do want you to try something for me.”

The scowl was back.

“Right this second?” I warily asked.

Caden held up the red object he was holding.

“It’s taken a few years for me to get the recipe right, and to be able to replicate the circumstances almost perfectly each time, but I finally did it. May I present our first bottle of Harvest Cheer? This is for you guys to try. And like, I hope.”

Jillian was all smiles. 

“Why thank you, my good sir. We can have this ... Zachary, stop scowling. You remember the sweet, dessert wine Caden proposed a year or two ago, don’t you?”

“Oh, sure, I remember it,” I confirmed, nodding my head. “That’s the one made with moldy grapes. No thank you.”

“Aww, come on, Zack,” Caden pleaded. “You told me you actually liked it the last time you tried it.”

“Tastes buds can change, can’t they?” I argued.

“Not to that extent,” Caden pointed out. He held the shimmery red bottle out to me. “Here, just take it. I ... scratch that. Jillian, I’m going to give this to you. You never know what’ll happen to a bottle of wine if you place it in his hands.”

“Too true,” Jillian said. She took the bottle and held it up. “Oh, I love this! How did you get the sparkles in the glass? It’s perfect for the holidays!”

“Isn’t it?” Caden said, beaming. “I have a friend who’s a glass-blower. He does some side jobs for several wineries. Consequently, he’s a huge fan of our wine, Zack. Anyway, he says he’s worked out a technique where he adds some crushed glass, coated with silver, into the mix. I couldn’t begin to tell you how he does it, but he approached me with an example of a dessert wine bottle. I knew we had to have them as soon as I saw them.”

“It’s smaller than a normal wine bottle,” I observed, holding the bottle up to the light. Sure enough, there were silver sparkles all throughout the bottle, from base to neck. “Wait. Didn’t you say dessert wines are typically kept in smaller bottles?”

“Good job!” Caden praised. “You remembered!”

Grinning wildly, like a schoolboy who had just earned his first gold star of the day, I looked at Jillian. She was shaking her head.

“It helps distinguish them from the others,” Caden was saying. “But, do you see here? And the neck there? The bottle’s neck is elongated, which matches the bottle from our most well-known recipe. And that is ...?”

“Oh, you’re asking me again. Hold on. Our best seller? That’d be the Syrah, wouldn’t it?”

“Correct again! Nicely done!”

“Don’t make his head swell any bigger than it already has,” Jillian giggled. 

“All I ask is that you try it for me,” Caden said, as he looked first at me, then at Jillian. “Have a good dinner, and then serve this. A standard pour of two ounces is more than enough.”

“Two ounces?” I repeated. My smile was back. “Next time you should open with that.”

“That’s the standard amount,” Caden told me. “Think about it. When you’re served a dessert, isn’t it usually a smaller portion?”

“Yeah, and I’ve always thought the restaurants were tightwads,” I responded.

Caden sighed, looked at Jillian, and shook his head. 

“He’s your problem, Mrs. Anderson. I’m heading out.”

“It’s Friday,” Jillian said. “Any big plans?”

“I ... I’m meeting someone,” Caden admitted. “I haven’t told anyone this, but I’m actually going on a blind date. Wish me luck!”

Jillian slipped her arm through mine. 

“Always. Have a good time, Caden.” 

“Hope he has some good luck this time,” I said. “I know he’s tried dating a few times, and it never seems to work out for him.”

“If this one crashes and burns, then I’ll set him up with one of my single friends,” Jillian promised. She checked the time on her watch. “Have you received any phone calls recently? Say, in the last hour or so?”

I pulled out my cell and checked the display. “No, I haven’t. Should I have?”

“Well, I thought he would have called by now.”

“Who?” I wanted to know.

Before my wife could answer, wouldn’t you know it? My phone started ringing.

“This is the sort of thing that would’ve gotten you burned at the stake several hundred years ago,” I said, smiling. “Hello, this is Zack. I’m sorry, hold on a second. You’re who?” I looked at Jillian as I heard the name. “Yeah, it’s been a while. Hold on a second. I’m going to put you on speaker.”

“Who is it?” Jillian asked, trying to sound innocent.

I waggled a finger at her. “Don’t play innocent with me, lady. It’s precisely the person you thought it would be.” I tapped a button on the display. “Director Hawk, it’s nice to hear from you. How are things in Monterey Bay?”

Jonathan Hawk ran a tight ship at the Monterey Bay Aquarium, located in California. We got to know him when, during an attempted vacation, Jillian and I discovered a dead scuba diver floating in the ocean. We lent our help, discovered the aquarium had a subpar security system, and essentially made huge donations to them so they could upgrade their system. 

We are now indefinite VIPs in their eyes, I suppose. 

“We’re all good here, Mr. Anderson. Mrs. Anderson, I assume you’re listening?”

“I am.”

“I’d like to say what a surprise this is, but I can’t,” I said. “So, what can we do for you, Mr. Hawk?”

“Jonathan, please. I hope I’m not intruding. After all, I know you’re going over your house plans today.”

Surprised, I looked at Jillian, who gave me a sheepish smile.

“We are, but we’re done now. Can I ask how long ago you were talking to her?”

“Less than an hour. Such a lovely lady. You are truly blessed to have her.”

“Oh, I know it. The problem is, she knows it, too.”

Jillian let out a laugh and smacked my arm.

“Don’t rough him up too much,” Jonathan instructed.

“No promises, Mr. Hawk. Er, Jonathan. I haven’t really told Zachary about anything we discussed earlier. Perhaps you should start there?”

“Ah, got it. Mr. Anderson... er, Zack ...you did us a tremendous favor by side-stepping our PR nightmare from a while back. I have a friend who runs her own facility and is experiencing, uh, her own setbacks. It’s a brand new institution. She found her investors, lined up all her equipment, and is now just waiting on accreditation. For the record, they don’t have it yet.”

“From the sounds of it, they’ve got a difficult time waiting for them,” Jillian said.

I took my wife’s hand, gave it a few reassuring pats, and was about to turn back to my phone when I caught sight of the corgis. Both were now staring at my chest. Without realizing what I was doing, I sucked in my gut.

“If they don’t get the help they need, then you’re absolutely right,” Jonathan confirmed. “Zack, have you heard of the CCCP?”

“The Central Committee of the Communist Party?” I incredulously asked. “She’s Russian? I thought they didn’t call themselves that anymore. Where the hell does your friend work? Moscow?”

We heard a snort on the phone, followed immediately by a round of guttural coughing, as if our aquarium friend’s drink just went down the wrong tube.

“Are you okay?” Jillian asked, concerned.

A few more coughs sounded.

“Wow, I did not see that coming,” Jonathan admitted. “Zack, that’s one very active imagination you’ve got. The CCCP I’m referring to is the Caesar Colony Center for Penguins. Communists. I just snorted my coffee and now I need to change my shirt.”

“If this is as brand new of an institution as you say, then I’d start off by choosing a completely different name,” I said.

“I assure you, the name of her facility is the last thing on her mind,” Dr. Hawk said, his voice turning grim. “Although, now that I think about it, I’m thinking she probably chose that name on purpose.”

“Penguins, huh?” I repeated, and started to nod when I felt myself frowning. Penguins? “I know you’re not suggesting we go to the South Pole.”

“I don’t expect anything of the sort,” Jonathan confirmed.

“Whew, that’s good to hear. Can you imagine that? Tying Sherlock and Watson to a sled and telling ’em mush. What a visual that would make.”

Sherlock let out a snort, followed by Watson shaking her collar for nearly ten seconds straight. I was watching my little girl make one heck of a racket when my eyes settled on my shirt. It just so happened to be one of the souvenirs I’d picked up during our first cruise. Was that why the dogs were staring earlier? Alaska? They thought I’d be willing to go to Alaska? At the tail end of fall? 

“Zachary’s eyes just confirmed what you haven’t told him yet,” Jillian reported. “Namely, where the CCCP is located.”

“Sitka, Alaska,” Jonathan confirmed.

I turned to Jillian and pointed at my shirt. 

“I think that explains why the dogs were looking at my shirt earlier.”

“You’re wearing one of your Alaska shirts? Today, of all days? How bizarre!”

“You’re wearing a shirt that says Alaska on it?” Jonathan asked. “And your dogs stared at you, like they did for those life preservers?”

During our visit to the Monterey Bay Aquarium, the dogs were asked to find a missing journal. Needless to say, they found it. Jonathan wasn’t kidding when he claimed he knew how the dogs worked.

“They did. Wait a moment. I didn’t think there were indigenous penguins living in the Arctic.”

“There aren’t,” Jonathan confirmed. “But, that doesn’t mean they can’t set up shop in a similar climate.”

“Tell him what type of penguins they are,” Jillian suggested.

“Emperors,” Jonathan answered. “And if you didn’t know, they are one of the largest species of penguins on the planet. Adults can get up to four feet tall, and weigh fifty pounds.”

“I’m sorry for asking, but are they endangered?” I asked.

“There’s less than a handful of fully accredited breeding facilities in existence,” I was told. “The answer to your question is very. Marianne’s work is ... I’m sorry. Marianne Rozhkov is the most determined woman you will ever meet. She’s young, too, for one so ambitious. The fact that she turned to me for help tells me she’s stuck between a rock and a hard place.”

“She heard about what we did for you guys, is that it?” I asked.

“She heard about Sherlock and Watson’s role in the recovery of some very old stolen merchandise.”

“Irish merchandise,” Jillian guessed, offering me a smile.

“Exactly,” Jonathan said. “So, Zack, would you be willing to grant me a second favor and see what you and your wonderful dogs might be able to do for my colleague?”

I looked at my wife for confirmation. Jillian nodded and took my hand.

“We’re in,” I told our friend. “What can we do? What kind of problems is CCCP having?”

“Aside from minor technical issues, which they can contend with, there’s just one that they’re worried about. If it isn’t resolved by the time the inspector gets there, then they’ll fail their accreditation and would essentially have to close.”

“What’s the problem?” I asked again. A nagging voice in the back of my mind was telling me I wasn’t going to like the answer.

“They were successful,” Jonathan announced. “CCCP’s first attempt at incubating a viable egg produced six possibilities. I’m very pleased to say that one hatched.”

“That’s wonderful!” Jillian exclaimed.

“Not really. The chick was stolen.”

TWO
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“Didn’t you tell me that you’ve been here before? I thought you said you liked Sitka!”

I pointed at the falling snow, visible through the windows of their tiny, regional airport. But, before I could even start complaining about the weather, I caught sight of the plane that flew us in and my arm automatically swiveled in that direction.

“Let’s not forget the puddle jumper that flew us from Juneau. I don’t think I’ve ever been in both a window seat and an aisle seat at the same time.”

“The dogs sure loved it. Didn’t you? Oh, you two were so well behaved on the plane! You made us proud, Sherlock! You, too, Watson!”

Having been forewarned that Sitka’s snowy season was due to start in less than a fortnight, which explained why the inspector chose to fly in before the middle of November, the two of us adjusted our heavy winter coats. I felt a tug on Sherlock’s leash. Glancing down, I saw that both he and Watson were staring at the airport’s one and only luggage carousel. Moments later, a cherry light set into the ceiling began flashing. With a loud, grating rumble, the carousel was set into motion. Ten minutes later, bags began to appear.

“Mr. and Mrs. Anderson! Oh, thank goodness! I thought I might’ve missed you!”

Sherlock and Watson turned to face the newcomer and let loose a few warning woofs, which had the intended effect of making the college-age lady come to an immediate halt. She was short, with long blond hair pulled into a low pony-tail, and was wearing a thick winter coat, a bright blue scarf, black earmuffs, and snow boots. She smiled warmly at the dogs, took her earmuffs off, and offered me her hand.

“I’m Shannon. Shannon Silverman. I’m Dr. Rozhkov’s assistant. I’m so sorry I’m late. Looks like winter is anxious to put in an appearance, doesn’t it? Oh! I’ve been waiting for this! You two are Sherlock and Watson, aren’t you?”

“They are,” I confirmed.

The woofs vanished in the blink of an eye. Both dogs dropped their guarded stance and raced each other to see who could make it to the stranger first. Thankfully, they didn’t have far to go. 

Sherlock arrived first and reared up on his hind legs. Watson wove between the girl’s legs, panting excitedly. Less than two seconds later, both were on their backs and staring at Shannon with hopeful eyes.

“Sherlock, Watson, how about showing a little modesty, huh?” I was ignored. “He hasn’t done that to me in a while,” I grumped. I heard Jillian laughing behind me. “What? What’s so funny?”

“They’re not paying attention to you because Shannon came prepared. Look at them. She’s giving them doggie treats.”

Once the corgis were crunching away on their biscuits, Shannon straightened. 

“For your convenience, I’ve been assigned to you guys as your liaison for the duration of your visit. If there’s anything you need, anything at all, I humbly ask that, er, you ask, I guess.”

“How far away is CCCP?” I asked. 

I had just noticed the arrival of one of our suitcases and hurried over to retrieve it. Looking back, I really don’t know why I was in a hurry. There had been only one other couple on the plane, and they already claimed a piece of their luggage, too. 

“It’s about twenty minutes away. I’ve got one of the company vans parked outside, so once you have your bags, all you’ll have to do is to follow me.”

Our little procession followed our guide toward the main exit. The doors slid open and the cold blast of arctic air stopped me in my tracks. Looking down at the dogs, I briefly wondered if I should take the time to put the dogs’ coats on. Yes, I know they’d probably be fine, since both have thick coats and undercoats, but hey, this is Alaska, and that white stuff falling from the sky meant it was in the very low thirties out there. It’s cold for a reason.

“We’ll put them on once we get inside the van,” Jillian promised, correctly guessing what I was thinking.

Once all of our luggage had been stored, and the four of us were safe and snug in the idling vehicle, Shannon guided the van north, past the city limits and eventually turned right to head up a surprisingly steep street.

“Is this safe?” my wife asked, as she belted the long, thick wool sweater in place around Watson’s tummy. 

“All of our vehicles are equipped with four-wheel drive,” Shannon explained. “Plus, you just don’t go that fast. It doesn’t matter what you drive, or how powerful the engine is, or even how big the tires are. If you don’t respect the road, then it’ll waste no time reminding you who’s really in charge.”

“Are there really no roads leading out of the city?” Jillian asked.

I looked up. I hadn’t heard that particular piece of trivia before.

“Really? You guys can’t drive to another city? You’re cut off from the rest of civilization?”

“The only way in or out is by boat or airplane,” Shannon confirmed. “All of our supplies have to be shipped in. That’s why everything is so expensive.”

“Everything?” I asked, amazed. “Gasoline? Groceries? Drinking water? Salt for the roads?”

“Everything,” Shannon said, nodding. “If you prefer your isolation, then Sitka is the place to be.”

The road we were following suddenly veered right, away from the water and the town. Trees loomed over us. Thankfully, most of them didn’t have that much snow on them. Yet.

“How much snow do you get here?” I asked.

“Like any place, it varies,” Shannon answered. “On average, though, I’d say we get somewhere around five.”

“Inches? That’s not so bad. I thought it’d be more.”

“Feet,” Shannon corrected. “Five feet of snow.”

“Yikes,” I breathed. “You guys must really like your snow.”

I felt the road’s incline lessen. We were nearing the top of whatever ridge we had been ascending. 

“As far as quantities of snow, Sitka really isn’t too bad,” Shannon was saying, as the road we were on leveled off and headed east. “You want to talk about a lot of snow? Head to Skagway. They can easily double what we get.”

“Holy crap on a cracker, that
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